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MILITARY ETHICS IN THE UNITED STATES: 
CLOSING THE GAP BETWEEN CIVILIAN AND MILITARY 
by 
Paul R. Scnratz 
and 
Francis X. Winters, S.J. * 
One dimension of professional ethics 
is frequently overlooked in the search 
for morally acceptable standards of con­
duct for the U.S. military profession. 
That is the need to overcome the 
separation between the military and 
civilian sectors of American society that 
inhibits and impairs public debate about 
national security policy. The military 
commander in the field earns his posi­
tion because he has the mental strength 
and moral power to enable him to 
dominate the battlefield. Off the field 
that responsibility carries civic obli­
gations as well. 
The military professional in a demo­
cratic society has a significant moral 
obligation to participate in the debate 
on public policy in order to sharpen the 
discussion by adding a perspective of 
informed opinion and experience. The 
prevailing assumption, widely shared 
among military professionals them­
selves, holds that the U.S. Constitution 
requires silence from the military on 
crucial issues of foreign policy. 1 On the 
contrary, participation in foreign policy 
debate by the military officer is not 
only constitutionally acceptable but is 
morally obligatory. In developing and 
bringing his views to bear in debate on 
national security issues, the moral obli­
gation of the officer in a democratic 
society differs little from that of the 
diplomat. One concentrates on ends of 
policy, the other on means; the respon­
sibility for an effective national policy 
that supports the national ethic within 
available resources is the responsibility 
of both. 
In order to counteract the dangerous 
assumption that the military should 
avoid participation in public discussions 
of foreign policy, we will examine: ( 1) 
the ethical responsibilities of U.S. offi­
cers; (2) the historic and constitutional 
case for military participation in public 
policy debate; and (3) some practical 
measures that officers might take-not 
without some risk to career advance­
ment-to meet the ethical requirements 
proposed. 
Ethics for U.S. Officers. Ethics is a 
prospective discipline, looking ahead 
rather than backward. It plans the 
future rather than laments the past. But 
it is important to study major political 
decisions of the past, such as the World 
War II decision to demand uncondi­
tional surrender and, subsequently, to 
drop the atomic bomb. 2 These are
interesting historic questions and they 
point to stark failures of moral and 
political, and even military imagination 
(foresight) on the part of Allied leaders 
in planning for the postwar world. If, in 
fact, conduct of the war were not keyed 
to a specific vision of a postwar world, 
one may ask, what was sought by force 
of arms on the battlefield? 
Ethics must begin with remem­
brance. But it cannot end there. As a 
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